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FOREWORD 

This thesis is part of a research project conducted at the Naval Postgraduate 
School (NPS) in 1997-1998. The project~“Study of Socioeconomic Status and 
Personnel Performance in the Military”~was supported by the Office of the 
Secretary of Defense and undertaken by a team of researcher that included Dr. 
Mark J. Eitelberg, Dr.Michael D. Cook, Captain Kevin M. Schmiegel, USMC, 
Captain Stefan J. Booth, USMC, and the authors of this thesis. The background 
work, literature review, database development, and statistical analyses for the NPS 
study were thus accomplished as a team effort. For ease of exposition, team 
members decided to prepare two separate master’s theses: one that focused on the 
Navy and Air Force; and another that looked exclusively at the Army and Marine 
Corps. It should be noted that, because of the nature of the research project and 
combined contributions of team members, both theses draw heavily from the same 
background information and general findings. Consequently, major portions of 
this thesis are duplicated in the other work: Kevin M. Schiemgel and Stefan J. 
Booth, Socioeconomic Status and Performance in the US Army and US Marine 
Corps , Master’s Thesis, Naval Postgraduate School, Monterey, California, March 
1998. Additionally, selected results of the two theses will be incorporated in a 
separate study by Eitelberg and Cook, scheduled for publication as an NPS 



technical report in 1998. 
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ABSTRACT 



Policy makers concerned about population representation in America’s armed 
forces have frequently referred to the “unfair burden’’ of military service borne by young 
people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. The purpose of this study was to 
examine the socioeconomic status (SES) of recruits in the Navy and Air Force and to 
analyze the relationship between a recruit's SES background and his or her performance 
in the military over time. Data for this study were obtained from three sources: the 
Department of Defense Survey of Recruit Socioeconomic Backgrounds (SES survey). 
Military Entrance Processing Command enlisted cohort files, and personnel data files 
provided by the Navy and Air Force. After merging these data files, the SES survey 
respondents were tracked longitudinally, and several analyses were undertaken to assess 
the relationship between SES and performance in the military. The results of this 
research show that recruits in both services come from slightly lower SES backgrounds 
than do youths in the general population; and, most of this difference can be explained by 
the fact that sailors and airmen are consistently underrepresented in the highest measures 
or correlates of SES and overrepresented in the lowest ones. Additionally, it was found 
that, while SES is not a strong predictor of first-term enlisted attrition in either service, it 
does explain differences in recruits’ performance on-the-job in the Air Force. Further 
research is recommended, especially that which incorporates supervisors’ ratings of 
military performance. 
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I. 



INTRODUCTION 



“We have in the service the scum of the earth as common soldiers,” observed 
Lord Wellesley, Duke of Wellington, in 1813. Similar descriptions have been used to 
characterize U. S. enlisted forces both before and after the All-Volunteer Force (AVF) 
was introduced in 1973. During its first two centuries of existence, America, like most 
other nations, depended heavily on the poor, uneducated, and underprivileged to serve as 
enlistees. The soldiers of America's first army were considered, by most U. S. officers, 
to be the “dregs of all the countries” from “the same class of men who composed the 
common soldiers of Europe.” 1 

In the 18 th and 19 th centuries, the burdensome life of the rank-and-file was 
typically endured by America's less valued citizens; and virtually anyone willing to 
withstand the hardships of service life was accepted for duty. While the sons of poor 
fanners, laborers, and immigrants were forced to join out of economic necessity, others 
who were bright or skilled enough to find civilian employment typically ignored the call 
to serve as enlistees. In times of peace, no one seemed to question the harsh conditions 
of military service. The issue of socioeconomic representation in the military, however, 
received significantly more attention during times of war, when men of poor backgrounds 
were drafted and died on the battlefield in larger proportions than the more privileged or 
occupationally skilled. 

Throughout America's history, its wellborn sons have found ways to “dodge” the 
country’s draft laws, which often provided them with the necessary escapes and 

1 From Mark J. Eitelberg, Manpower for Military’ Occupations (Washington , DC: Office of the Assistant 
Secretary of Defense [Force Management and Personnel], 1988), p. 4. 
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exclusions to forge ahead with their education and careers. During the Revolutionary and 
Civil Wars, for example, compulsory service was often avoided by the “rich,” who could 
hire “poor” substitutes to fight on their behalf. The draft system implemented during 
World War 1 was designed to shelter the educated and skilled as it categorized and 
conscripted Americans according to their “value to society.” And statistics from the 
battlefields of Vietnam further supported arguments that America’s lower social classes 
were overrepresented in times of war. 

Policy makers concerned about the disproportionate use of recruits from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds to man U. S. forces have frequently referred to the “unfair 
burden” of military service borne by these citizens. When the post-World War II draft 
officially ended in 1973, concerns about the social composition of the force not only 
continued, but intensified. In addition to several studies that evaluated the socioeconomic 
status (SES) of recruits in the post-draft military, the Department of Defense (DoD) has 
paid particular attention to the demographic composition of its service members. 
Continuing interest in identifying the SES of military recruits, and tracking changes in 
SES representation, led to development of the DoD Survey of Recruit Socioeconomic 
Backgrounds (commonly referred to as the “SES survey”) in March of 1989. The general 
results of the survey have been presented since 1991 in DoD’s annual report on 
Population Representation in the Military Services (POPREP). 

Another area of particular interest to military manpower officials involves the 
possible relationship between a recruit’s SES background and his or her performance in 
the military. For example, differences in SES may help to explain the high rates of 
attrition among first-term enlisted personnel as well as several performance measures that 
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determine promotion in each of the services. In light of these interests, a special database 
was created by the authors of this study. The SES survey results were linked with 
historical data files for each cohort of new recruits entering the Navy (USN) and Air 
Force (USAF) during fiscal years 1989 through 1995, making it possible to track the 
composition of enlisted forces and the service careers of persons who participated in the 
survey. 

The purpose of this thesis is twofold: to examine the SES background 
characteristics of recruits in the USN and USAF in comparison with the general 
population; and, to analyze the relationship between a recruit’s SES background and his 
or her performance in the military over time. This study follows several steps to 
accomplish these objectives. In Chapter II, the authors provide a detailed background 
and historical perspective of socioeconomic representation in the armed forces. The 
background discussion also includes a review of several studies that are related to the 
topics of SES and performance in the military. Chapter III explains how the database 
was created for this study as well as the methodology used to determine the relationship 
between SES and performance in the USN and USAF. The results of the cross tabulation 
analysis and linear and logit multivariate models are provided in Chapter IV. And, 
finally, in Chapter V, the authors draw several conclusions based on these results and 
offer recommen-dations for future research using this study's database. 
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II. BACKGROUND 



A. INTRODUCTION 

In the military’s ongoing efforts to recruit and retain the “right kinds of 
people,” manpower policy makers have struggled not only to regulate the quantity 
and quality of new soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines but to monitor the 
background characteristics of enlisted forces. 2 Although socioeconomic represen- 
tation in the military received significant attention with the introduction of the AVF 
in 1973, imbalances in the social composition of U. S. forces have existed since our 
colonial fathers “stood up” an army at Concord in 1775. A review of the history of 
conscription and volunteerism in the United States reveals striking similarities 
between the socioeconomic composition of the force under the draft and the AVF. 3 
Similarly, military manpower policies in both eras have been shelved, altered, and 
implemented based on considerations for socioeconomic representation. 

One of the more persistent concerns about the AVF has been its presumed 
inability to attract a representative cross section of the American population and the 
related issue of social equity or "fairness." 4 Representativeness in the armed forces has 
been pursued for several reasons. Critics of the AVF argued that a “professional” army 
would not only create gaps between the military and the rest of society, but that military 

2 Sue E. Berryman, “Images and Realities: The Social Composition of Nineteenth and Twentieth Century 
Enlisted Forces,” in D. R. Segal and H. W. Sinaiko, eds.. Life in the Rank and File (McLean, VA: 
Pergamon Brassey’s International Defense Publishers, 1986), p. 10. 

Richard V. L. Cooper, Military’ Manpower and the All-Volunteer Force (Santa Monica, CA: RAND 
Corporation, 1977), p. 206. 

4 Martin Binkin, America's Volunteer Military’: Progress and Prospects (Washington, DC: The Brookings 
Institution, 1984), p. 20. 
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